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	1. Chapter 1

Liz pressed herself against the car door, slumped in on herself, trying to appear as small as possible. The man who owned her had spared her one glance, as they pulled away, and then engrossed himself in the contents of a manila envelope he had rested on his knees. She didn't ask where they were going, because it didn't matter. It wasn't like she had a say in it, anyway. The city zoomed by her window, all neon colors and darkness, as she was being whisked away from her life. Her work, her friends, her now ex-fiancée and even her self were being left behind. She was speeding into the shadows at the contradictory mercy of a notorious criminal. But those were the breaks, when you were yourself the daughter of a murderer. For the longest time, she had thought she could be her own person far away from what her father was doing. She had been naive and was now paying the price for it. In her darkest moments, she wished that price had been a bullet to the head. Then she reminded herself that she would not let this be the end of her. She would survive this. She would be free once more. Some day. That was the only spec of hope cradling her in the oppressive silence of Raymond Reddington's luxurious Mercedes.

# # #

Three days earlier

Liz stood on the sidewalk staring up at the elegantly minimalistic building of the Gramercy Park Hotel, tapping her left foot against the cement, while she worried at her palm scar with her thumb. She had a few minutes left. She could turn around now and go home to her modest yet safe apartment, to a work she loved and believed in, to her friends and to Tom, most of all to Tom. Nobody was forcing her to be here. She had been the one who had struggled to get this meeting. She had walked away from her father's ugly world once before. She had told him then she would not be coming back. She had no reason to stray into the path of number four on the FBI's most wanted list. She might not come out alive from it, let alone accomplish anything. She could walk away now before it was too late. She should walk away. Or she could go to the authorities, but she remembered enough of her father's environment to know that would end with her at a morgue identifying his lifeless body. All she had was this one desperate attempt. Without it her father would die. That right there made the decision for her. She went inside.

She had not expected an infamous criminal to be residing in a prime New York hotel, but then what did she know about the whereabouts of such people? She had left this world as soon as she had been old enough to make her own decisions. She hadn't wanted any blood on her hands. She still didn't. However, she was the last chance her father had. An infinitesimal one at that. She had nothing to offer her father's triumphant enemy, nothing to bargain with and nothing with which to threaten him. But loath as she was to have anything to do with her father's activities, she had to try. She couldn't let him die. He was her father. She drew heart from that and squared her shoulders against whatever lay ahead. Then she knocked on the hotel suite door.

A hulking, ebony-skinned man with an undecipherable expression on his face opened the door and ushered her into a classically opulent living-room in hues of blue and red. A man was standing by the window with his back to her, when she entered. He spun on a heel a second later and actually smiled at her, a small, inviting smile, and strode up to her. He wasn't what she would have anticipated a criminal mastermind to look like, but probably people thought the same of her own father. He wasn't very tall or imposingly built but he had a presence that filled the room and radiated power and confidence. He was in his early fifties, rounded face marked by lines that deepened with his grin. His hair was shorn off almost entirely but not enough to cover the bald spot spreading from his forehead. Piercing green eyes were studying her shrewdly and for one hysterical moment, she fancied he could read her mind. He was dressed smartly despite the casual air he exuded with his nearly empty glass of scotch in his right hand: dove grey pants and dark blue vest over an expensive-looking shirt.

"Miss Scott?" he said, voice caramel rich and low. "I'm Raymond Reddington." His smile bloomed into a grin. He extended a hand to her.

Liz stared at it with trepidation. Here he was, courteous and smiling, the man who held her father's life in his hands. She felt like crying and storming away from this horrific, lush apartment that smelled faintly of vetiver and escaping to the safety of Tom's arms. She hated her father in that instant for doing this to her, for still finding a way to ruin everything she had labored so hard to build, everything she had. Everything she was now putting in the hand Reddington was now shaking steadfastly. She wondered if the very same hand would squeeze the trigger to kill her father, and shuddered. The smile vanished from his face and he eyed her carefully. She endured his scrutiny to the best of her ability and held his impervious gaze. He finally let go of her hand and indicated she should sit in a plush, burgundy armchair and then he gracefully slid in brown leather one across from her. He looked like a panther on a prowl, his persona commanding the room with ease, and she was quick to understand the terrible mistake she had made by coming here. There was a feline grace coiling in his muscles. This was a very dangerous man.

"Would you like anything to drink?" he queried in deceptively benign voice. "Scotch? Perhaps refreshments?"

She shook her head no and after a beat, thanked him for the offer as well. So far he had been perfectly polite and she wasn't in a position in which she could afford to offend him. She would have loved a strong drink, though, but she needed to keep her head cool.

He leaned back in his chair, crossing his legs dramatically and resting his palms on the arms. "What can I do for you, Miss Scott?"

She swallowed past the lump in her throat. She had run, changed her name, started fresh and still it had come down to this. She gathered all her courage and spoke. "I came about my father."

He shook his head. "Then I'm sorry to say you wasted a trip," he stated crisply, his words sounding final. "I sympathize, I do, but this is not personal and it has nothing to do with you; it's just business. Your father expanded his interests until they conflicted with mine. I offered him a way to coexist in peace, he refused and went on the offensive. I returned fire and ultimately he lost, hence forfeiting his empire and soon his life as well. You've been very brave seeking me, that's why I agreed to meet with you, but I'm afraid there's nothing more you can do for him."

He might as well have been discussing stock prices not her own Dad's life. She flashed back to the last conversation they had had, to her angry accusations and to the door she had slammed on her way out. Now it seemed she would never have the opportunity to take any of that back, to reassure him she didn't hate him but loved him and would do anything, including staying put and not scratching his worst enemy's eyes out, for the off chance that she might be able to convince him to spare her parent.

"Mr. Reddington, if he lost his business, he's no longer a threat to you."

He canted his head to the side, studying her as one would a bug under a microscope. "On the contrary. If I let him live, he would be a bigger threat to me than ever. He would be out for revenge." He knocked the rest of his scotch and set the tumbler on the tiny coffee table his side with slow, deliberate moves. "Miss Scott, you've done all that you could. Go home, pour a glass of wine, mourn your father and then move on with your life."

He sounded almost paternal in the way he was giving her advice and she couldn't take it anymore. Rage sliced through her hot and cold, dimming her reason and her fear. She couldn't believe the nerve of the man! She couldn't believe the callous way in which he discussed slaughtering her father. The pen on the coffee table was in her hand before she realized what she was doing. A memory from an anatomy course thrust to the surface of her mind. She stabbed the sharp tip into his neck. It went in a squelching sound. Warm liquid rushed to meet her hand.

"Now you know I just punched a hole in your carotid," she growled emboldened by the rush of adrenaline and her fury. She lowered herself to a crouching position by his chair, facing him. "Best chance: one minute before you pass out. Here's how it's gonna work: you let my father go or I'll let you die right here," she commanded. "Understand?"

He showed no reaction at first, still as a statue, merely flickering a calm gaze down at the carpet. Then the faintest smiled tugged at his lips. "Yeah. And I was beginning to think you're nothing like your father."

She looked down in horror at the blood staining the milky white skin of her fingers, washing away the woman she thought herself to be. She ripped off the pen from his neck. "You know nothing about me."

She dropped the pen back on the table and ambled away her eyes fixed on the stains on her hands. She had promised, sworn herself that she would not become her father, that she would not harm anyone, that she would lead a different kind of life. Her stomach flipped. She felt like she was being under water. Reality slipped and came back to her in fits and pieces. She heard rustling and movement in the room. A medicinal scent assaulted her nostrils. Something ripped nearby. She didn't know what any of that meant. All she could do was stare at the blood on her hands. Her blood-spattered hands. The hands that had almost taken a life. The hands that could hurt, main and kill just as easily as those of her father. Steps echoed closer only slightly muffled by the carpet.

"Elizabeth," demanded a thick, authoritative voice.

She gingerly lifted her gaze to look at Reddington. There was a square, white bandage on his neck where she had wounded him. The collar of his shirt was spotted with blood. "Are you going to kill me now?" she asked.

"Of course not," he said firmly. He didn't even look angry. In fact, he was almost smiling again. "The bathroom is over there, if you want to clean up, but I would like to remind you we're on the last floor so I wouldn't recommend trying to scale out the window."

She was just about to go in the direction he had pointed to, when the reason for her being there bubbled to the surface of her addled mind. Her confusion vanished minutely. An icy shiver licked at her spine, as dread brought her back to full alertness. "But you are going to kill my father, aren't you?"

He regarded her somberly, something much like genuine compassion spreading onto his face. "Even if you had let me bleed to death, it wouldn't have changed anything. I've already given the order. It'll be carried out as soon as you leave."

Her feet turned to jelly. She dropped to her knees before him like a puppet whose strings had been cut. The impact resonated in her bones. All fight seeped out of her. There was nothing left for her to do but plead. "Please," she implored. "I'm sorry I stabbed you… but please, please, he's the only family I have left… and the last thing I said to him was that I hated him… please… punish me… do what you want with me just let him go and you'll never hear from us again, I swear. There'll be no revenge. I'll talk him around."

Tears had begun to leak out of her eyes halfway through her frantic tirade, but she didn't care. She had failed to reason with him and fallen short with the threat of violence. Imploration was all that remained her and she would not give up, not while her father was still breathing. She would do anything, promise him whatever and supplicate, until her throat was raw. She had to. She could not surrender, while there was still something she could do. She would not walk out of that hotel, until he threw her out of the window.

Reddington bent over her, bathing her in the smell of antiseptic and vetiver, and lifted her to her feet as if she weighed nothing, though she felt impossibly heavy herself. An idea sprang into her mind. She lunged forward and pressed her mouth to his. He released her instantly and jumped back, shock and revulsion etched onto his features, as he stared at her heatedly. Liz didn't let that deter her.

"I'll do anything," she assured him, taking a step forward, trying to keep her voice even and less hysterical-sounding. "You can have me… you can have anything you want… ."

He walked away from her then and to the coffee table, where he refilled his glass. He stepped back to hold it out to her. "Drink," he insisted, the word heavy as a stone.

She grabbed the glass with a hand that was still wet with his blood. The time for a clear-head was passed. She needed to be numb for whatever he would ask of her. She gulped a generous helping of the amber liquid and coughed a little, when it burned a fiery path down her throat. He looked at some fixed point over her right shoulder, his expression hard to read.

"There is a third option," he said hoarsely. "You come with me. Your father won't try anything, while I have you."

His fist tightened around the glass. Her throat felt as if it was on fire. She bowed her head staring emptily at the floor. Abandon her hard-earned life for an existence as a hostage in the hands of Raymond Reddington? Tom had asked her to marry him just two weeks ago, she thought dejectedly. They could get married, have children and live happily ever after in blissful, normal anonymity. She could have the family she had always yearned for. If only she let her father die.

"Don't answer right away." Reddington's carefully measured words interrupted her dark reverie.

"I'll do it," she rasped.

"Maybe," he said mildly. "But still you should reconsider your options, once you've calmed down." There was no malice in his voice. In fact, he sounded almost sad. "I can give you three days. In exactly seventy-two hours from now, a car will come to pick you up from Pier 15 on the East River. If you're not there, I will have my answer."

Liz nodded. "I'll be there," she muttered. "Could I see my father, please, before we go?"

"That's where the car will be taking you first, then to me."

She moved as if in dream. Part of her still entertained the frazzled notion that she might still wake up from this particular nightmare. She polished more of the scotch before setting the tumbler on the table and starting for the door.

"Elizabeth," he called after her. Pitiless green eyes bored into her, when she whirled around to face him again. She had to have imagined the sorrow she thought she had heard in his tone before. "If you try to run away or make the monumentally stupid move of contacting the authorities, I will be forced to send your father back to you in pieces before coming for you. Also that stunt you pulled earlier with the pen, if there is a repeat, I will make you choose which one of your friends I'll kill in retaliation. Understand?" he finished, impeccably mimicking her tone from before.

Arctic fear jolted through her, twisting her stomach into knots. "I understand," she replied in as steady a voice as she could make it.

He smiled without any humor. His stone-carved face barely moved with it. The air in the room seemed to drop a few degrees. "Good," he confirmed coolly.

With that she could finally make her escape.
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	2. Chapter 2

Thank you for reading and for your reviews! Keep them coming; the muse adores them.

The car stopped at the airport and they boarded what looked like a private jet. Liz slithered in with no last look at the city she was leaving behind. She still asked no questions. There was no point. She had no choice anymore. She declined the stewardess' offer of a drink and burrowed in her seat, staring out the window, her mind a comforting blank. Her goal was not to think. If she did, she would bolt and ruin everything. She dreaded the take-off, when the ground was to be yanked from under her feet literally and figuratively. The pilot announced the ascent and she fastened her seatbelt, trapping herself in the chair, eyes fixed on the glittering New York outside her window. As the plane soared, the city got smaller and smaller, until it turned into a fluorescent dapple profiled against the pitch black of the night. Tears prickled at her eyes, but she refused to let them fall. She would not be humiliated in her captivity. Reddington might own her in every sense of the word, but she would not allow him to have her soul. There was still a part of her he could not touch. With it she could hopefully preserve some semblance of dignity.

New York had vanished from beneath them and her seatbelt was already off, when Reddington dropped into the chair opposite from her. He had taken off his blue overcoat and left on only his brown, tailored vest. A glass of scotch was occupying his right hand. He looked a lot like he had during their ill-fated Gramercy encounter. She shuddered at the memory and all it had cost her but dug her fingernail into her palms, expecting the sting to aid in keeping her barely held together composure. He was regarding her steadily. Liz stared back.

"We need to establish a few ground rules," he pointed out.

She nodded mutely. She had anticipated as much. Besides, she had nothing to add to his remark.

"First thing first, I'm obviously aware of your real identity so would you prefer to go by Elizabeth Scott or Maria Rostova?"

A knot of conflicting emotions swirled inside of her upon hearing her birth name spoken out loud again after years of being Elizabeth Scott. "Elizabeth Scott," she said.

The corners of his mouth twitched and his inquisitive gaze studied her for an uncomfortably long minute. "Elizabeth Scott is who you want to hold on to, the person you want to be."

His accuracy caught her off guard, but she hoped her face didn't reveal to him just how much. Her nails bit deeper into her already abused palms. She was sure to have indentations the next day, but it would be worth it, if she didn't show him fear that evening.

He leaned back in his chair and sipped at his drink. "At the hotel you offered to sleep with me in exchange for your father's life," he said bluntly.

Bile rose in her throat. It wasn't that she hadn't expected him to ask, she had. Why else would a man, no, not just a man, an internationally renowned criminal with a frightful reputation, exchange a fallen enemy for his young and attractive daughter? She had tried to prepare herself mentally for it. But then how could she ready herself for something like this? She wouldn't resist, of course, she wouldn't, she wouldn't still risk her father's life, after everything she had been through to get here. She just didn't know how she would get through this. A thousand stories of horrific rapes from work tumbled into her mind, making her blind and deaf to her present surroundings. All thoughts of pride and calmn fled from her mind. All there remained was pure terror that had her trembling in cold sweat. She nodded once. Better to deal with the first time quickly and on a plane, from where she couldn't pointlessly try to escape.

On that realization, some of the anxiety-induced fog in her brain lifted and she noticed he was staring at her with the same mixture of dismay and repugnance from the hotel, lips twitching and brow furrowed. He had set his glass on the table between them and spread his hands on the flat surface as well. He had bent forward and closer to her but was blessedly not touching her. Yet.

"You will not do that again," he blurted out in one rushed breath, his voice crackling with tension.

She acknowledged the out quickly, relief making her light-headed. Perhaps the distaste she had seen on his face was because he found her unappealing. Despite her overall dire circumstances, she felt immensely grateful for that.

He leaned back in his chair and away from her. "Despite what you might think, nobody will lay an unwanted hand on you, while you're with me. Not me and most certainly, not my people. However, if there is even a hint of that happening with somebody else, I want you to come to me immediately. Do you understand?"

She nodded, her reprieve evaporating, as she was reminded of the constant danger she would be in with him.

"Out loud, Elizabeth," he ordered harshly. "Do you understand?"

"I understand."

"Not only that, but if you ever feel threatened or if you are approached by anyone you're not sure of, you're to come to me. Immediately."

"I understand," she confirmed rapidly, not wanting to be corrected like a schoolgirl again. She was not a child and she had grown up in this world. She more or less knew what to expect. It was just that for a few years she had felt safe and grown unaccustomed to look over her shoulder all the time. The learning curve would prove to be steep, not to mention, unpleasant. She had allowed herself to entertain the hope that she would never have to live like that again. Evidently she had been wrong.

"That being said," he went on, some of the terseness leeching out of his crisp tone. "I would still require you to accompany me to various functions posing as my girlfriend. All for appearances' sake, I assure you." He smiled at her, but it seemed false. His ramrod straight shoulders still hadn't fully lost their steely position of tension. "If you want, you can pretend you're an FBI agent working a cover," he suggested.

That was the furthest thing from her mind, but she didn't share any of that with him.

His smile faded. "No? Okay then. Next item on the list: you have relative freedom of movement. You're at liberty to come and go as you like, no need to ask for permission every time, but I'm afraid you'll have to be always ready to leave at a moment's notice. That's not negotiable. I depend on your good sense not to oblige me to restrict you in this aspect. If you need anything and that includes money, you will ask Luli, who you will meet when we land. She has instructions where you're concerned. Any questions so far?"

"No, none." It was all straightforward enough and less daunting than she had imagined.

"Good. That's all for now. We'll see how this goes and make adjustments on the way."

# # #

Three hours ago

The tall, dark man who had opened the door for her at Reddington's hotel suite pulled up for her in a sleek, white Mercedes at the appointed hour on Pier 15 on the East River. Struck by an instant chill, Liz pulled her coat tighter around her body. She only had a duffel bag with her. A few necessities and her documents made up all the remains of the life she had carved out for herself away from bloodshed and lethal schemes. It was slipping away from her. She had quit her job without notice and sneaked out of the office before any of her colleagues tried to talk her out of it. She hadn't told her friends anything, unable to muster the strength to lie to them. She would just disappear. As if she had never existed. She was, in fact, already beginning to feel like a ghost. Elizabeth Scott might not have been her real name, but that had been the only way she could find to be herself. Her life as Elizabeth Scott had been the realist thing she had ever had.

Her eyes stung and her throat was stuffy from the untimely break-up with Tom. To him she had lied, blathering platitudes about being unsure and needing more time, precisely the opposite of how she truly felt. She would have married him in an hour, if that had still been possible. She had given him back the ring, though he had insisted that he would give her more time but was not giving up on them. She had nearly broken up right there and then and told him the whole awful truth, prevented from doing so only by the awareness that it would kill him. She had to save not only her father's life but also Tom's. So she had stormed out of his apartment, secure in the knowledge that he would try to call her later in the week. It would be, of course, in vain. Her cell was already at the bottom of the East River.

Reddington's employee drove her to Williamsburg and navigated the car through a block of disused warehouses to one that seemed to be in the worst shape of all. A shudder sliced through her, as he led her inside to dirty, dilapidated walls and the smell of rot and urine. He could kill her here and nobody would ever know. Not only the building, but the whole area looked abandoned or at least, populated with those less likely to report a murder. She was walked through grimy hallways and garbage-filled open spaces to a massive, rusty metal door. Her companion meticulously undid the locks and gestured she should proceed inside. Her insides liquefied, as she took a few tentative steps in, careful to keep him in the periphery of her vision. The room for lack of a better term was windowless, the only light being provided by a single light bulb hanging from the ceiling. Her father was right beneath it, tied to a chair with cable ties. He looked as dirty as his surroundings. His cheeks were sallow and streaked with dirt, and there were dark circles around his eyes, but other than that, he didn't appear to be injured in any fashion.

"Papa," she murmured, eyes filling with tears. He was a pale shadow of the proud, imposing man she remembered. She rushed to crouch by his chair, hands working frenetically to undo the ties around his feet, the danger they both might be in falling to the periphery of her mind.

He said something to her in Russian, but she shook her head. Russian was just a distant memory to her. She barely recalled a few words. She had been born in Russia, but she and her father had left after the fire that had claimed the life of Liz's mother. She had been four at the time. They had never come back, roaming the globe, while her father built his empire of blood and violence. She had never had any real home. She had been attempting to build one with Tom, but that was ashes now, too.

"Masha," her father rasped. "Is it true what Red says? Did you really agree to go with him as insurance so he'll let me go?"

She sat back on her hunches and looked up at him imploringly. She hated herself for it, but for one moment of weakness, she wanted him to tell her that he wouldn't allow her sacrifice.

"No, I won't just let you go." The low, gravelly voice was shockingly loud echoing against the walls of the dead building around them.

She turned her head to see Reddington standing in the doorway framed in shadows and dressed in a splendid, white suit complete with matching hat. She quite hysterically thought it would be a shame for those fine clothes to get dirty in this foul-smelling place. However, he seemed unconcerned, as if he wasn't standing in trash. He struck a majestic pose and emanated self-assurance from his every pore.

"I'll have to insist on a promise that you won't try to rebuild your business. You're out and I advise you stay there… for Masha's sake." Reddington's eyes flickered to her, wrapping his tongue around her birth name like a honey-dipped, poisoned velvet bow.

Her skin crawled, as if a snake had just securely coiled around her leg. She scrambled to her feet, unwilling to give her father's nemesis the advantage of towering over her for a second longer. The threat had been clear in Reddington's words: if her father returned to his trade, her life would be forfeit. She had expected nothing less.

Her father gave Reddington a baleful look. "If you touch a hair on her head… ."

"How would you know?" Reddington retorted. "You wouldn't be with us to see it. But she'll be alive, as long as you keep your end of the bargain."

Her father muttered a few Russian words under his breath. Reddington only laughed in reply, the throaty, hollow sound ricocheting off the walls.

"You have my word," her father finally said.

"You'll forgive me, if I don't shake your hand to seal the deal," Reddington piped in coldly and flicked something to her feet.

Liz looked and saw that is was a small knife. She grasped it and made quick work of disposing of her father's ties. Once he was free, he rose on unsteady feet and, wobbling a little, and reached for her. She didn't know if he was going for a hug or the knife, but she remembered Reddington's threats from the hotel. She would not risk anyone's life stupidly. She made the short trip to return Reddington the blade. He gazed at her with mild surprise and she thought she saw a stirring of regret in his stormy eyes, but it was most likely just a trick of the unreliable light.

"I'll give you two a moment," he said softly and stepped away from the entrance way.

Only then did she flee into her father's arms. Later on the sidewalk, in the dusty air of twilight, she found herself unable to take her eyes off her father limping away from her, leaving her behind, as Reddington wordlessly held open his car door for her. Her dad did turn his head to steal glances at her every now and then. Breath stuttered unevenly out of her burning lungs, crushed as she was under a feeling that she would never see him again.

_Don't let me go, papa_, she ached to cry after him. Her father never called to her, however, just moved farther and farther away, taking one wavering step after another.
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	3. Chapter 3

The detached, practiced voice of the pilot raised Liz from a fitful slumber. She was warm, cocooned in a downy material. Upon opening her eyes and shifting, she awoke needles and pins all over her body from sleeping curled up in the plane seat. Somebody had covered her up with a blanket, after she had dosed off. She surreptitiously lifted her head to peer around the cabin. Reddington was mutedly speaking in the plane phone two seats away under the apathetic gaze of his massive employee, whose name she didn't know. She couldn't imagine any of the two of them bothering. Perhaps, it had been the stewardess who had put the blanket on her, she reasoned.

They cleared through the Port-au-Prince airport without being bothered by customs and passport checks. Liz remembered how common the greasing of palms was in Reddington's and her father's line of work, and dismissed the whole thing from her mind, as soon as they drove away. They went to Hotel Montana, where they were housed in a lavish suite with Art Deco furnishings. She suspected she would be staying in many such places from now on. Reddington invited her to pick one of the two bedrooms then went back to mostly ignoring her. He had been doing that since their arrival, busy with this and that, which suited her just fine. She disappeared in the first bedroom and locked the door after her.

Gradually, more and more steps and voices resounding in the suite, French and English mixing in a mishmash she failed to place, not that she tried particularly hard. Whatever Reddington was up to in Haiti, she had a feeling she was better off not knowing. The voices got more and more boisterous punctuated by rowdy laughter and clinking of glasses. She tiptoed to the door and blocked it further with a chair then sat on the bed fully dressed and on high alert. Nerves twisted her stomach, as the clamor outside the door intensified. It went on for what was left of the night and well into the morning, but nobody so much as knocked on her door, let alone kicked it apart.

Liz waited for an hour for something to shatter the silence. When nothing happened, she dared sneak to the bathroom for a long, hot shower. Only then did she allow herself to slip into the bed to sleep.

They stayed in Haiti for three days, during which she met Luli, whose family name was Zheng, a beautiful and confident Asian woman, who couldn't be older than Liz by more than a few years. Luli looked more like a high-powered financial analyst than a criminal mastermind's henchwoman. She wore sleek, designer suits and her demeanor was that of a consummate professional. She smiled less than Reddington but was overall polite and so was Reddington's dark-skinned right-hand man on the rare occasion when he deigned to talk. She overheard his name as being Dembe, just Dembe.

Luli gave her a box full of cash in several different currencies and access to a Bitcoin account, which she could use to make online transactions. Liz figured they would be untraceable. She remembered how hard she had tried to stay away from her father's own blood money. Now she was saddled with that of a man even worse than him. She wanted nothing to do with it but she would rather avoid the complication and explanations of refusing it so she just took it without a word. Just like Reddington had, Luli assured her she could come to her for anything else she might need. Liz thanked her coolly, though she had no intention of ever following through.

On the morning of their last day in Haiti, Liz emerged from her bedroom earlier than usual and sneaked to the hotel lobby, from where she got a local English-speaking paper, which she scoured for news of a recent assassination in Port-au-Prince or a bomb going off. She found nothing. She had no phone or computer to check the Internet and suspected she wouldn't be given any, if she asked. She wasn't supposed to communicate with anybody. At the next airport, she stopped by a restaurant that had a TV with CNN on—nothing on Haiti. Whatever dastardly deed Reddington had committed there, he had managed to keep it a secret. Not sure what else to do, she made a mental note to keep the trip in mind and mulled it over no more.

# # #

Liz stood in the middle of the small airport's terminal, cradling a Styrofoam cup of coffee, unapologetically staring at the people milling around her. They were somewhere in Eastern Europe, she couldn't tell exactly where, because it didn't matter. She had no say in her comings and goings. Her life was a string of airports, five-star hotels or mansions and the occasional cabin in the woods. She was hurled through them like a piece of luggage, barely spoken to and rarely remembered. She had nothing to do. She didn't want anything to do with Reddington's business, not that she would be asked to contribute, anyway. And it did look just like any other business. Of course, she knew better, but she had yet to witness anything truly heinous. If she had, she would have tried to intervene to the best of her limited ability. He would kill her for it, she had no delusions about that, however, it would be better than this aimless, soulless existence she had right now. It would be a purpose. It would be something with which she could help. She would settle for liberating at least one victim from Reddington's grasp. Then, she could die. She saw no other end in sight. Sooner or later, Reddington would tire of lugging her around and rid himself of her.

Reddington conducted his business solely in person, hence, his making good and frequent use of his jet. Most of the times he took her along, but occasionally, she would leave her with a guard in a nameless city for days, even weeks. Dembe was always with them, while Luli was often absent, and sometimes a tall, skinny man in stiff suits joined them. They were all busy with something, on the phone, on the tablet or laptop, or just talking, undoubtedly making plans. Reddington talked a lot and laughed even more, the sound almost always disingenuous and mocking. No one spoke to her unless absolutely necessary and never in a brusque fashion. They were the most courteous band of criminals she had ever seen. Her father's milieu had been drastically different: except for her, her father had been always alone. He yelled and threatened his underlings and associates frequently, while Reddington never raised his voice. Only once he rudely dismissed the airplane stewardess, who had interrupted him on the phone. To Liz's astonishment, he had apologized shortly thereafter. The woman, on the other hand, hadn't seemed surprised at all and graciously accepted his excuses.

Laughter floated to Liz's ears, the genuine kind. She turned her head trying to identify the source of the sound and found it in a young woman holding a baby and leaning to kiss a man on the lips. A twinge cut through Liz. She missed Tom with a passion. She thought of him almost all the time and she had a lot of it. He was the first thing she thought of in the morning and of great aid in dragging herself out of bed. At night, she often cried herself to sleep enveloped in memories of him, their plans and their shared, cherished dream of children and family. It was all gone now and her memories actually made her feel worse, but they were the only patch of color in her dreary, dull days. They kept her anchored. She knew she would never see Tom again but consoled herself with the hope that one day he would forgive her and move on, though the idea of him with another woman twisted like a knife inside of her. But she would not wish the man she loved spent his life mourning someone who had inexplicably and callously left him, just when their happiness had been about to become complete.

Around her, people met up with loved ones, hugged, laughed, cried, lived… . People with children, hopes and futures. People who didn't know the world was horrible and a monster had just landed in their midst. People just like she had strived to be. Once upon a time. Liz's hands tightened around her rapidly cooling cup. She missed work, too. She missed doing anything, in fact, but most of all, she missed being a part of something important and good. She missed waking up in the morning and not feeling as if she had opened her eyes to a nightmare. She missed being able to buy a cup of coffee and not wondering if someone had had to die for her to have that money. She missed being in the company of friends instead of thieves and murders. She missed being able to go for a stroll without fearing she might have to spend more blood-drenched money on the way and so she would return quickly to a solitary room the luxury of which accused her of being an accomplice.

She entertained the thought of running once or twice but dismissed it as sheer lunacy as soon as it occurred to her. It might make for a nice, impossible day-dream, but in reality it would kill her father immediately. Reddington's initial threat still held. The same could probably be said about her unachievable aspiration to rescue somebody from Reddington. She couldn't even save herself.

Her name boomed in her ears over the airport's noise, spoken in a demanding baritone. She startled. Reddington was staring at her, face pinched and corners of the mouth downturned in displeasure. She wondered how many times he had been calling her name. Before she could apologize for keeping him waiting or for not informing him she was going for a coffee run in the first place, he stepped closer to her, entering her personal space. She recoiled, breath stuttering in her chest, and he drew back, his scowl deepening with the move. The incident with the stewardess sprang to her mind. He hadn't seemed half as upset back then. However, the stewardess was an employee, Liz was a prisoner and the daughter of an enemy.

"Are you alright?" he asked gently, real concern echoing in his low voice.

"I'm fine," she said quickly. "I just wanted a cup of coffee," she added holding up the cup in her right hand.

His gaze shifted from it to her face, his scrutiny much like that of a child inspecting a broken toy no longer holding any appeal to him. "Is there something wrong with the coffee on my jet?"

She raised her chin defiantly. "The coffee's great. The company leaves something to be desired, though."

He couldn't, of course, do anything, while they were in public, and she was too miserable that day, to care what punishment he would inflict in private. For now he just canted his head to the side. A tiny smile tugged at his lips.

"Walk with me, Elizabeth, will you?" He made an inviting gesture with his hand.

"There is a flower that grows around these parts, small, white, fragile-looking," he started apropos of nothing, once they were on their way. "It grows only on the highest peaks, where no other plants can survive. But it does, despite the cold of winter or the excessive sunlight of summer. This one endures. And it's beautiful. Like the most delicate lace come alive. No wind can wrench it. It finds nourishment on the barren rock and lives. I wonder if it's the harshness of the environment around it that makes it so lovely. Or maybe it's in the nature of the flower itself to be so. Would it be the same on fertile soil? Or would it be less?"

They had exited the airport, as he spoke, and Dembe was pulling the car around for them. She looked at him warily, as he held open the door so she could go inside. "Is that flower supposed to be me?"

"No, it's supposed to be the edelweiss," he replied glibly.

She slipped inside the car and waited for him to join her before she addressed him again. "Did the edelweiss use to live in the valley before someone dragged it up the mountain?"

He regarded her impassibly. "Despite what you may think, I don't go around collecting the children of my fallen enemies. Or else I would have enough to populate a medium-sized town by now."

Her blood turned to ice in her veins. How many had he killed? Did he even know anymore? Did she want to know? "Then why me? Why am I so special?" she asked.

His expression grew stony and he canted his head to the side in a gesture she had begun to associate with him. "You offered."

TBC


	4. Chapter 4

The first time Reddington asked her to pose as his girlfriend was in Montreal. He instructed her to procure a black cocktail dress and took her to an expensive-looking restaurant. Liz was on edge, unsure of what he would require of her and apprehensive about the liberties he would take under the guise of maintaining their cover. The evening began promisingly enough with Reddington opening doors for her and holding back her chair as usual. Then he changed her order from chardonnay to something called Aviation cocktail, which was supposed to taste like spring. It did, but Liz wouldn't give him the satisfaction of being right. He seemed entirely too smug already, fitted in his customary three-piece suit, and sipping leisurely at his equally customary scotch. But she supposed he could do a lot worse than simply changing her order. Hoping to keep him on that track, she let him order both of their meals, which was how she ended up eating venison, suckling pig, cheeses the names of which she couldn't pronounce and smoked cream, each paired with their own wine.

Time started to pass and nothing happened. They were brought food and drinks by their extremely solicitous waiter, which didn't surprise Liz in the slightest. Reddington tipped servers generously and was polite to a fault to them. He didn't get angry when something wasn't to his liking, instead patiently explaining what the problem was and waiting for it to be fixed. Those times were rare, though. People who didn't know who and what he was had no reason not to fall over themselves trying to please him. He was obviously rich yet not acting in the entitled manner Liz had observed many of the rich so often doing. That included her own father much to her shame. Her father didn't have the same refined tastes Reddington did and enjoyed money more for the power it gave him over other people rather than anything else. Still Liz had quite a few crushing childhood and adolescence memories of him humiliating staff, bullying her teachers and even harming those who didn't comply with his unreasonable demands.

They talked or more accurately, Reddington did. He seemed to like the sound of his voice a lot. He mentioned nothing of import, just made small talk, prattling about the food and French wine. He sounded almost like he wanted to impress her with his knowledge of it or maybe he just wanted to flaunt the superficial differences between him and her father. It was like he wished to point out that he was the upper-class, sophisticated type of criminal who enjoyed a fine single-malt and a Beaujolais Crus in between killings, while her father was a common brute who, drunk or sober, only knew how to hurt people.

"Are we waiting for someone?" she asked tiredly looking around the restaurant. "Because if we are, they are late by almost two hours."

He tilted his head and gave her an amused look. "No, we're not waiting for anybody. How do you like the oyster mushrooms? Few places are as adept at garnishing the rack of suckling pig as this one." He busied himself with cutting a portion of meat, added a bit of mushroom and then dragged the bite through the sauce before raising it to his mouth.

Liz sighed. "What's the purpose of all this then, if we're not here to meet anyone?"

He chewed thoughtfully, as he pretended to ponder her inquiry. "I told you: it's all about keeping up appearances. Being seen out here in the open, in an elegant restaurant with a beautiful young woman hanging on my every word shows confidence. Those who want to elude the authorities like that in someone they are looking to hire."

"Mr. Reddington," she began.

He rested his fork on his plate. "Red," he corrected. "But you may call me Raymond, if you wish," he finished with a flourish, as he reached for his wine.

What she wished for was to go back to the hotel and shower off the scaly discomfort of the uneasy dinner.

He paused to fix her with a piercing gaze. "Tell me about your scar."

She shuddered at the question, turning her hand to press her marked palm to the tablecloth. "There was a fire when I was four," she said in a clipped tone of voice. Her fingernails pressed into the material of the cover. "My mother died. My father carried me to safety."

"I noticed you stroke it, when you're nervous. Why do you think that is?"

"Why do you care?" She was definitely nervous now and fighting the urge to touch at her blemish. It felt like it was burning again.

"Do feel guilty that your father chose to save you over your mother, Masha?"

Her eyes snapped up from her plate, her angry gaze burying itself in his fluid, green one. "Don't call me that," she grumbled.

"Why become a psychologist?" he continued conversationally, voice pitched low and affable. "I mean, you elected to hide in the US, because your father had no business there. That much is obvious, but why make psychology your trade? Were you attempting to find the good in people after seeing so much of the bad?"

He was leaning back in his chair, perfectly relaxed, looking as if he fit this stylish place so well, while he casually flayed her open, picking at scabs old and new.

"Do you want to know why I went into psychology?" he snapped, voice tight. "How about this? You're a loner and you're rootless. You travel freely through foreign lands and you're comfortable anywhere, but you don't have a home of your own. You don't have anyone. Your closest friends are strangers, usually those you pay. You understand that tight bonds can make you vulnerable, not because you've had any, but because you've seen their effect on others… and you exploit it. It's not information that's your biggest weapon but other people's feelings. Their loved ones. The buttons you can push for business, of course, but also for the occasional sadistic pleasure.

He swirled his wine around the glass and took a measured sip. "I have you now, don't I?"

Liz realized she had turned her hand to rub her thumb against her scar. She stopped doing so immediately. "Why don't you just pay someone to have dinner with you? I'm sure she'd be more compliant."

He settled his glass on the table, regarding her from the corners of her eyes. "What about your fiancée? Does he know you as well as you know him? Does he know about your childhood? Does he know about the fire?"

"Leave Tom out of this!

He chuckled mirthlessly. "He was perfect for that idyllic life you were working so hard to craft, wasn't he? The starry-eyed school teacher sharing your views on adoption."

Her stomach twisted nauseatingly. Suddenly she was uncomfortably full and unable to swallow one more bite. "Tom knows nothing of the horrible world in which the two of us live."

"Family is everything, but you can't start one based on a lie."

"You'll excuse me, if I don't take relationship advice from the man who abandoned his wife and daughter on Christmas Eve to make money auctioning off his country's secrets."

His expression darkened, the smugness sliding off his face like oil. "What's treason but a word to you? You have no country… or allegiances."

Her thumb was on her scar again. She let it and started to rub. "I had a life. I had people who care about me. I had my work. For me, it was real and that was all that mattered."

Fast as a cobra his hand darted and gripped her wrist with gun-calloused fingers. She froze. A split second later he released her and slanted back in his chair as if nothing had happened. "Don't! It's too obvious… your tell."

She looked down at her hand, mapping the familiar scar with her eyes as if it had just creased on her skin, spreading to where he had touched her. Her wrist crawled. The hand that had almost killed her father and had undoubtedly taken many other lives had been on her. He was right: the revulsion caused by it was enough, that she would think twice about worrying at her scar from nerves again. But worst of all was the sudden, visceral wish that she had killed him with the pen that day in the hotel. If she had, she would have already avenged her father and earned her freedom. She would be with Tom. She wouldn't be here at all.

He was looking at her with the same strange kind of sadness she remembered from when she had traded herself for her father. His lips twisted. "We are due back in New York next week," he told her. He reached into his suit jacket and drew a slim, white envelope. "I noticed you don't go out much." He pushed the envelope towards her on the table. "Perhaps this would prove an incentive."

"You want me to pose as your girlfriend again?" she asked circumspectly, not looking forward to a repeat with this first draining experience not even over yet.

He smiled a little at her question. "No, if you choose to go, you'll be going alone. The invitation is for one person only."

She took the envelope listlessly and opened it. Inside there was an invitation to a fundraiser from her former place of work, The Young Women's Rescue Foundation.

# # #

Sapphire skies reflected in the polished, glass surfaces of the skyscrapers, making them glimmer blue in the pale light of the dawn. In the east the sun was slowly rising as if from a gold basket of rose petals. Up on the last floor of a fifty-five-story tower the cool breeze brought mostly the scent of ozone rather the usual stuffy, squalid odors of New York. Whiffs of magnolia drafted through the current from the massive potted plants strewn all over the terrace. The clamor of the city buzzed mutedly from the below, but otherwise the peace was undisturbed. Liz sat curled on a large, wooden sofa amid plush, white pillows, paying no heed to the fact that she was wrinkling her evening gown.

That was where one stayed when running the Eberhardt cartel, she supposed. In a hotel suite with a private outdoor terrace, inner staircase, ridiculous futuristic chandeliers and one too many giant bouquets of green orchids. Selling children into sexual slavery paid for a lot of extravagancies apparently. Grief swelled in her throat and her fresh tears spilled onto her cheeks. Floriana Campo, her role model and former boss, was dead and she had been instrumental in bringing it about. Reddington had done the worst possible thing he could do to her. He had made her an accomplice. Not only had she not saved anyone from him, but she had actually helped kill somebody. Not just anybody, but a woman who had almost single-handedly taken on one of the most dangerous human trafficking cartels on the planet, lost her husband to her crusade, survived numerous attempts on her life and yet had never given up the struggle, freeing countless victims and forcing the so-called civilized world to look the other way no more. She had dared tread where law enforcement did not. She had dared raise her voice for the defenseless in the face of overwhelming, culpable silence.

Ever since she had done her senior thesis on Floriana Campo, Liz had dreamed of working for her foundation. Getting an internship at the New York office had been the first step and the day she was asked to stay for a permanent position had been one of the happiest of her life. Finally she was doing something noble and worthwhile. Finally she could hold up her head proud, no longer feeling like apologizing to every person she met for being the daughter of a violent criminal whose blood money had raised her. Finally she was no longer embroiled in something evil. She would never be cleansed of the blood her father had spilled. She would always fear becoming like him. But that day she had felt like she had finally begun to atone.

For four years she had soldiered through stomach-churning stories of captivity, forced addiction, tortures and rapes of young women, whose back was marked with the dreaded symbol of the Eberhardt cartel. Each day she had returned home worn out and emotionally emptied yet with an unshakable feeling of progress. She had had nightmares but brushed them aside, because they were nothing compared to the experiences of the women she counseled. She had never encountered Floriana Campo while working for the foundation, as the activist was constantly busy with her advocacy with the UN, the awareness campaigns and travels to the places from where the cartel got most of their girls. The New York office was left in the capable hands of a local executive director, who had been Liz's direct superior. Liz could have only aspired to meet her heroine in person one day.

Nobody knew who ran the Eberhardt cartel, but the more Liz thought on it, the more sense it made. It had to be Reddington. He had to have assassinated the previous leader, just like he had almost done with her father, and then taken over. She should have known! If she had, Floriana would still be alive. After her husband had been killed, Floriana had hired her own security. She had spoken of it in a New York Times interview. Reddington most likely couldn't bypass it on his own so he used her as a Trojan horse. Nobody would bat an eye at a former foundation employee attending a donor event, hence, why he had given her the invitation. It all fell into place in retrospect, but before Liz had imagined he had done it as part of a mind game. He had clearly enjoyed toying with her during the dinner in Montreal. How could she have been so naïve?

# # #

Seven hours earlier

The heat of the packed room, the champagne and the excitement of finally getting to meet Floriana Campo proved too much for Liz. She was dizzy just shaking the woman's hand, while the director of the New York branch of the foundation introduced them. She babbled something about it being an honor, while her cheeks burnt with the indignity of her unseemly behavior. This was not how she envisioned the momentous occasion. But Floriana was gracious enough to overlook it, holding her clammy hand with affection, and smiling kindly at her, thanking her for her work for the foundation. Liz further embarrassed herself by gushing about what an inspiration Floriana was. Floriana took it all in stride and even held her hand tighter when she wavered on her feet. Liz started to suspect something was amiss. She had only had a glass of champagne. Yet her head was swimming with sluggish thoughts she couldn't focus properly. She blinked futilely attempting to clear her vision then stumbled. Floriana snaked an arm around her lower back for support, offering her own apartment, if she was feeling unwell. Something was very wrong. She needed to warn Floriana but she didn't know of what. Her tongue felt swollen and heavy in her mouth.

One of Floriana's bodyguards all but carried her out of the room and into the elevator with the woman herself following suit, a concerned expression on her aristocratic face. Beneath the surface of her vertigo, Liz was growing frantic. Every instinct she had screamed trap. If only she could speak up. She heard a door banging shut and she was laid down on a horizontal plane. Frowning, Floriana bent over her and pressed a cold, dry hand to her forehead. She pulled on the skin beneath Liz's eyes, undoubtedly investigating her pupils. The corners of her mouth turned down, the worry smoothening off her face. Her expression became closed off and her eyes narrowed. She straightened herself up and her lips moved to form words, but the sound didn't reach Liz, who was sinking deeper and deeper into a beckoning blankness.

She saw him out of the corner of her left eye, dressed completely in black and staring at Floriana with such sheer, cold loathing, that Liz flinched, the last of her energy seeping with it. He looked like the angel of death. She wanted to scream a warning, when he raised a gun with a silencer on. The bodyguard fell. Floriana whirled around as if bitten by a snake at the ankle. She looked at him sharply, anger pulling at her thinning mouth. She said something but again no sound reached Liz. Reddington's spared her a quick, indecipherable look before glowering at Floriana again. Liz willed the other woman to scream, to hit him with something, not just stand there trying to reason with the devil.

In three rapid strides, Reddington got to Floriana and grabbed her by an arm. Pain and fear twisted her face. Liz couldn't remember fighting so hard in her life. She had to do something. She had to beat the drugs and help Floriana. But she was powerless, limbs leaden, muscles paralyzed and throat clogged off. She couldn't move, couldn't yell, could do nothing but watch as Reddington stabbed a needle into Floriana's neck then flung her to the floor like she was garbage. Floriana coiled on the crimson carpet, hands flying to her chest. Her mouth opened wide as if to draw in more air. Her face morphed into a mask of agony, eyes bugging out and lips turning blue. Her body twitched with a spasm and then another and another. Her skin paled beyond the humanly possible. The she stilled and her arms flailed no more.

Liz felt herself being lifted up. Her head lolled against a muscled arm. Reddington was gazing down at her with stark, naked regret, his whitish lips pressed together in a slim line. She was in his arms. She desperately yearned to push off and kick at him but her body would not obey her mind into moving. Warm fingertips peeled off a stray lock of her hair from her forehead. She recognized the word his lips rounded.

"Lizzie."

He had just killed her idol and was calling her by a pet name. She lost consciousness hoping she would not wake up again.

# # #

She woke up again in her bed at the hotel, fully dressed under the duvet. She stumbled to the floor, her heart in her mouth that tasted like the sewer, and scoured through the apartment, using the walls for support, in search of Reddington. He wasn't there. Neither were Dembe and Luli. She was all alone. She collapsed by the toilet in the main bathroom and violently emptied the contents of her stomach. She cried for a while spread on the cold tiles, the opulence of the place mocking her. Selling human beings like chattel sure paid. Her father had been many things, but not that, his main trade being weapon dealing. Not that he didn't sell to human trafficking cartels, mind you.

With the benefit of hindsight, it was ludicrously easy to put the pieces together. Reddington had drugged her prior to the party. He had probably spiked her hotel coffee. The plan had to have been to use the commotion caused by her illness to get Floriana alone and then… . She threw up again, her heaves becoming painful. She deserved no less for being so gullible. She rinsed and splashed cold water onto her face. Her muscles still had trouble responding, the lethargy caused by the drug not having fully worn off. She checked the time: it had been almost six hours since the party. It was then that she moved to the terrace hoping the fresh air would speed her recovery and help clear her mind completely. There was nothing she could. Floriana was already dead and if she went to the police, Reddington would kill one of her friends too.

Crushed she slumped on the terrace couch cushions and sobbed until her eyes stung and ached and her chest and throat felt dry. She hated Reddington and she hated herself for the role she had unwittingly played in his scheme. Then, after a while, she couldn't take it anymore. She had to do something. Getting to her feet she burst into the suite intent on calling reception to claim she had accidentally locked herself in and asked them to send someone in to release her. But then she saw it: the room card on the table in the foyer. It seemed it would be relatively easy, after all. She opened the front door to find Dembe on the other side staring at her with a hard look. Defeat washed over her in an icy wave. She took a few steps back, heart thumping into her ringing ears. Wordlessly he came in after her.
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	5. Chapter 5

Liz was not defenseless. Growing up, she had been trained in sambo and systema and had quietly continued that even as Elizabeth Keen. Just because she had been building a different kind of life, it didn't mean she was immune to the dangers stemming from her past. But Dembe was twice her size and most likely armed, while she wasn't. So she did the next best thing and sprinted towards her bedroom, where she slammed the door shut and upturned a chair into it. Then she grabbed a lamp cord and the lamp and readied herself for an attack. Seconds ticked by agonizingly slow, as complete silence reigned on the other side of the door. Liz focused on breathing, trying to keep the budding panic at bay. Her palms were sweating. Her temples pounded. Her legs felt weak, despite the rush of adrenaline that had jolted her mind alert.

"Remember your training," she murmured, digging her toes in the plush surface of the carpet beneath her feet.

The knock on the door all but made her jump out of her skin.

"Miss Scott… Elizabeth… are you alright?" Dembe asked in his accented voice. "Please… I simply wish to talk."

"Dembe."

Reddington. His thick baritone was laden with concern. Dembe answered in a language Liz failed to place. A short conversation ensued followed by the sound of heavy steps retreating. Liz tightened her grip on the lamp. Her breath sped up. The images of the needle pinching into Floriana's neck, the abject terror on her face, her body contorting with deadly spasms swirled into Liz's mind. A loud crashing sound thundered into the room. The chair flew to Liz's feet. The opened door hung on its damaged hinges like a bad tooth dangling loosely from the gum. Reddington stood just in front of the threshold dressed the same way he had been when he had killed Floriana, murderous anger etched plainly onto his lined face. His eyes scintillated with bewilderment more than anything else, though.

"What is the meaning of this childish behavior, Elizabeth?" he asked in a tightly controlled voice that had barely risen by a quarter of an octave. "I thought we had an understanding."

"You killed her," she accused.

"Yes." One unperturbed, devastating word uttered like it was the most natural thing in the world. That was the most terrifying thing about Reddington, not that he killed, but how banal it was to him.

"You're monster," she said, realization dawning.

"Yes. But whatever you might think about me, you don't have the right to treat Dembe this way. He's done nothing to you."

"Not yet," she retorted. She didn't know what illusions he expected her to harbor about his bodyguard, but she was done taking anything at face value, where he was concerned.

He blanched. The rage slid off his face to be replaced with ice. She was acutely reminded of the first time she noted just how dangerous he was. "You will apologize to him!" he stated matter-of-factly.

She raised her chin defiantly. "You want me to apologize for defending myself?"

He expelled a long, shuddery breath. "You will apologize or I'll put in the closet and won't let you out until you do."

She gaped at him, incredulity chasing away her terror and wrath. "What?"

"If you insist on behaving like a child, I will treat you like one." He paused and gestured to the ruined door. "I won't enter where you don't want me to, but don't think for a second that a lock and furniture can keep me out. I need you to accompany me somewhere tonight. Ten o'clock. Casual dress. If you haven't apologized to Dembe by then, I suggest you pick a closet."

Her blood roared in her ears and she couldn't help herself. She flung the lamp at his head. He ducked just in the nick of time and the lamp crashed and shattered against the hallway wall. He glared at her over a shoulder. A second later, ice slithered along her spine. This was dangerously close to the pen in the neck incident. If he decided to exact retaliation on one of her friends… . He said nothing, though, merely pursed his lips together and walked away.

# # #

Liz found Dembe in the kitchen sitting at the glass-top table with a large mug of flagrant steaming tea. She had no idea what to say, even if she had been inclined to apologize, which she wasn't. Besides, spending a night locked in a closet was nothing compared to what Reddington had done to Floriana Campo. Liz wasn't even sure if she should believe his absurd threat, anyway.

"Do not worry, Elizabeth, I'll tell Raymond you apologized," Dembe said agreeably, his eyes flickering up from his tea to her. He looked entirely out of place in the dainty kitchen with lavender walls and doll house furniture. "Would you like some rooibos tea?"

She shook her head no. "Why would you lie to him for me?"

He regarded her steadily. She could just picture Reddington's hiring adds— henchmen wanted, willingness to travel required, inability to give straight answers is a must.

"Perhaps is Raymond is right," he said carefully, after the pause had started to become awkward. "Certain things are better left unsaid."

That explained exactly nothing, but at least, he wasn't chasing her around the apartment. Shrugging she exited the kitchen and made a strategic retreat to her bedroom in the futile hope of regrouping before what looked like another trying evening. She wished she believed she would get through it without witnessing another murder.

# # #

The laughter grated on Liz's nerves. Reddington was entertaining a group of Asian men, who were huddled together at a food-encumbered table in an otherwise empty hole-in-the-wall noodle shop. An old lady was fussing over them, constantly bringing them more bowls, platters and fresh beers. Normally Liz loved Chinese food, but now the smells it entailed—greasy old spices and fried pasta—turned her stomach. She hadn't eaten anything or slept since the party, during which Reddington had killed Floriana. Yet she was wide awake and the mere thought of food had nausea rising to her lips. Maybe the drugs hadn't entirely flushed from her system.

Shifting in her uncomfortable metallic chair, she stared at the murder whose possession she was: he was chatting animatedly, chortling after every each word and clicking his beer bottle to those of his companions. Floriana's face frozen in death floated before Liz's eyes. Suddenly she couldn't bear to be in this infernally pink restaurant with him and his carefree mirth for one minute longer. Ignoring Dembe starting at her swift rise, she made to move towards the door. She wasn't going anywhere farther than the front steps, anyway. Then she saw the newspaper Luli was indolently leafing through at the table opposite from her. _Humanitarian exposed as a fraud commits suicide._ Beneath it there was a picture of Floriana and the logo of her foundation. Liz ripped the paper from Luli's hands and dropped back in her chair.

At first, the words made no sense: statement from FBI Assistant Director Harold Cooper about nonprofit used to launder the profits of the Eberhardt cartel, shipment of sixty young girls rescued at the docks, rank and file of the cartel arrested, warrants issued through the Interpol, poetic justice, Floriana Campo had killed herself with a cocktail of the same barbiturates she had used to drug her victims… . The world tumbled off orbit and then rearranged itself. Evidence. The FBI had evidence and it all pointed towards Floriana Campo running the Eberhardt cartel. And then there was the shipment of girls stopped right here in New York. The article also mentioned similar ones that the police had intercepted on three different continents. It was undeniable: Liz's angel was, in fact, a demon.

Hot wooziness sliced through her and Liz stood up on shaky legs and made a beeline for the bathroom. She collapsed to her knees in a thankfully spotless stall that only smelled of pine-scented disinfectant. She flung her head in the toilet and vomited again, her eyes watering with the effort of heaving. The door creaked open behind her and a second later her hair was being lifted off in a secure hold and a warm palm supported her damp forehead. Vetiver filtered to her nostrils, as Reddington bent over her. He flushed the toilet, when she finished throwing up, and then supported her to feet that felt like jelly. One of his arms wrapped itself around her waist and held her against the compact solidity of his body. He wetted his free hand and pressed it against her cheeks and forehead. The cold water helped her recover enough to rinse and splash some more onto her face. Her eyes found her reflection in the small, cloudy sink mirror: her face was drenched and blotchy, a soggy hair strand stuck to the side of it. She felt a weird disconnect from the woman in the mirror. Perhaps Reddington was right: everything about her was a lie, a trick played on herself by her own normalcy-starved mind.

"I idolatrized her," she confessed, voice scratchy from her raw throat.

His eyes met hers in the mirror, dark in the meager bathroom light and filled with worry-infused sympathy. All his previous mirth had vanished from his countenance—it wasn't an illusion this time, he truly did look grim. "It's not the lies that cut the deepest, but the truth," he said somberly. "Luli can stay with me. Dembe will take you back to the hotel."

He helped her out of the restaurant and into the backseat of his Mercedes.

"How did you know?" she asked softly, when he made to leave.

He stared straight ahead, his profile shrouded in a blank expression. "She offered to make me a partner in exchange for setting up new supply routes."

Supply… human beings… children. Her hero hadn't been saving children, she had been the one enslaving them and Liz had played right into her hands, helping her preserve her public image. Her work had been nothing but a terrible falsehood, her shot at redemption an illusion.

"Why didn't you say something before?"

"Would you have believed me?"

She opened her mouth to give him a neutral reply about at least considering it but then shut it without uttering a word.

"We're criminals. We're notorious liars. Nobody in our world is what they seem, Lizzie. Not even me… or you."

The pet name brought to the forefront something gnawing at the back of her mind. "She drugged me, didn't she?"

He turned his head to stare outside the window. "You were too old for Madam Campo's trade, but she did occasionally procure more unique merchandise for select clients." He looked at her again. "I'm not your father's only enemy. Now that he's lost his power base, many are crawling out of the woodwork looking for vengeance. I've been hearing for a while that there is a price on your head."

"Is that why you sent me to the party in the first place? To test that theory?"

He pursed his lips together, his face hardening. "No." He rolled the word on his tongue in that throaty voice of his. "I couldn't get close enough to her on my own. I sent you there expecting her to try to abduct you and hence, give me an opportunity to make my move."

It wasn't his brutal admission that floored her but her taking it in stride. After everything that had happened in the past twenty-four hours, his deception seemed like small potatoes. Besides, she was getting used to being viewed like merchandise. There were people looking to purchase her. Reddington and her own father had already traded her like cattle.

The leather seat dipped as he shifted closer, examining her. "I think I'll take you back to the hotel myself. You look about to faint."

"What about your associates?"

He shrugged unconcernedly. "I left them in good hands with Luli."

There was something she still wanted to know. "Why did you turn down Floriana's offer of partnership?"

His lips twisted with distaste. "She preyed on the weak and the innocent dressed in the wings of the savior. I detested everything about her."

# # #

She knocked on the door of the third bedroom of the suit. Dembe opened the door shirtless but made no move to cover himself upon seeing her. He merely gave her a quizzical look.

"I'm sorry," she said earnestly. "You obviously meant me no harm. I had no right to treat you the way that I did."

He nodded in acknowledgement. She took a deep breath and nodded back. He turned and before he closed the door in his cue, she caught sight of his back and the rust-colored mark embedded in his shoulder. The skin was raised with sickening precision forming the mark of the Eberhardt cartel. Her sharp intake of air travelled through the quiet suite. Dembe looked at her over his shoulder, his expression clouded but his eyes were filled with compassion. He pitied her. Her! It all fell into place with startling clarity, the realization powerful like a punch to the gut. He had come to tell her the truth but hadn't been able to, because she had baselessly assumed he would attack her. Then Reddington had stopped him from saying anything, because he had most likely and correctly guessed she would not believe him.

Her eyes filled with tears. She had actually mourned that wretched, wretched woman! "I'm so sorry," she mouthed again, shame overcoming her.

"Not at all, Elizabeth," Dembe said softly. "You haven't done anything."

She shook her head. "Yes, I have. I fell for it."

# # #

Red opened on her second rap. His vest and jacket were gone and his shirt had the upper button popped opened. He looked almost domestic divested of the costume of jovially confidence with dark undertones he presented to the world. At first he seemed taken aback by her coming to him but he covered it quickly. Liz brushed past him and into the room. She opened his closet doors before turning to him expectantly.

"Dembe lied to cover for me. I only just now apologized to him."

A small grin tugged at his lips. He inclined his head towards the door. "Go get some rest, Lizzie."

# # #

"Can I ask you something?" she began on their fifth day in New York over breakfast. They were in a different hotel now, as Red never slept more than two nights in one place. Their new suite displayed the same opulent luxury of the previous one but this time on an Oriental theme that infected even the bathrooms.

He paused in the buttering of his piece of toast and gestured invitingly with the greasy knife. "Please."

"You said there's a price on my head. Just out of curiosity, how much is it?"

"It depends, but it can go as up as two million dollars."

Liz nearly choked on her coffee. "Pricey, aren't I?" Her eyes traveled over the lavish food selection spread onto the table arranged in a pattern stemming from the central vase of golden and red Asian lilies. She wrinkled her nose at the sight of pancakes and picked another almond croissant. "Do you have a price on your head?"

"Of course. And before you ask, it currently stands at eighteen million dollars. Dead or alive."

"So if I feed you my cooking and kill you, I could collect eighteen million dollars?"

He burst into laughter and it sounded genuine. She grinned taking a bite of her croissant. He finished his toast and dabbed at his mouth with his napkin. "Lizzie, I have to travel to some rather unsavory places in the upcoming weeks so if you'd rather stay in New York, I'll have Luli set up something for you."

Joy lit up within her. She would never get her old life back, even if she escaped one day, but she would relish walking around the city, where she had been so happy and so hopeful. Her smile widened. "I was just joking about poisoning you with my cooking, you know."

He gave a full-throated laugh, eyes glittering with mirth. "Just the same, I'd like to put a whole ocean between myself and your fine kitchen skills."

"That's not even the worst thing somebody has said about my cooking." She waited for him to finish snickering, her smile still in place. "Would I be staying alone in New York?"

He sobered up and put his coffee cup back in its saucer. "I'll assign someone to your protection with instructions that they keep their distance. You won't even know they're there."

She inclined her head in acknowledgement, a little surprised that he had not reminded her of the rules governing their arrangement. Then something occurred to her. "Thank you," she said, allowing her authentic gratitude to color her voice.

A small, warm smile flourished on his lips, softening his otherwise often derisive expression. "My pleasure, Lizzie."

They finished breakfast amid friendly quips and chuckles. Her mood had soared ever since he had mentioned allowing her to remain behind in New York, making her more willing to engage with him. He was just excitedly telling her about a Cuban pastry shop he loved, when the waiter came in to clear the table. It was astonishing to hear this hardened criminal who toppled the likes of her father with great ease enthuse about something so simple and innocent. He even spoke respectfully of the old lady holding the place. The drug and weapons dealer above the confectionary, he despised, but the pastry maker, he liked. He only paused in his tale to thank their water and slip him a tip.

Liz was snagging a peach from a tray for later, when he caught said waiter giving her a pointed look. That one was familiar; she had received it many times with Red. She was well aware of how it looked—an obviously rich, older man often alone in expensive hotel suits with a younger woman. Many imagined he was her sugar daddy. She hadn't cared until then. Idle gossip about her and Red was the least distasteful part of her captivity. But today for some reason it bothered her. Red hadn't notice the way the waiter had looked at her, as Luli slithered in shortly after and so he made his excuses and left her alone at the table. It also bothered Liz that she had taken to thinking of him as plain Red instead of Reddington. At least, it wasn't Raymond. Not yet. Her high spirit plummeting, she left her peach on the plate and retreated to her bedroom.

Once there, she plunked on the bed at a loss. She had nowhere to go and nothing to do. The mere thought of her previous employment filled her with leaden abhorrence, but still she wished she could be a psychologist again. If she had been free, she could have opened her own practice. Suddenly she wasn't in the mood to be left in New York anymore. The city held too many painful memories and dashed hopes of a future she would never get to have now. The thought of Tom bubbled to her mind throbbing with regret. She missed him. Nostalgia tugged at her. She missed his smile. She missed his kindness and support. She missed how safe he made her feel. She missed his innocence. Tom was happy. He didn't know of the human monsters lurking in the dark and of the appalling world they populated. She wished she could stow away and hide in Tom's arms forever.

The gleaming taupe walls of her cage closed in on her. Reddington had indeed been magnanimous by relaxing those a little, she thought bitterly. Allowing her a few weeks with only one guard in her city had actually made her feel appreciative. That was a real luxury and he had doled it out like a lavish meal or a sumptuous room. He could keep her in a dirty cell, but instead she had a comfy bed and bathrooms and since she had apparently been good, she now got some time relatively alone in New York. The chain bonding her was long, yet she still felt the weight of the manacle on her ankle. She thought of the last time she had been in New York and of saying goodbye to her father forever. Of giving the ring back to Tom. Of walking out on friends.

She understood now why the waiter's reaction to her had galled. He had been right to look down on her. She had sold herself for a few cordial hours and collected her reward from her keeper. She remembered the promise of that first night not to allow Reddington to her soul as well and it rang hollow.

# # #

Liz stood in front of Tom's building obscured by a lamppost, eyes glued to his window. She wasn't breaking any rules, if she didn't speak to him, not that Reddington had expressly forbidden her to talk to anyone from her old life. Still it could raise too many questions she couldn't answer without infringing on his conditions. Tom above all, she couldn't contact. It was all over for them. She owed it to him to let him move on, even if the thought crushed the life out of her. She just wanted to see him. That was all. Turning into a stalker for a day was a small price to pay for it.

All noble intentions of staying away fled, when she saw him descend the steps of the brownstone with a woman Liz didn't know. She was approximately of their age and she was gorgeous, slender, with a spry bounce in her step, all fair skin and straight auburn hair. They weren't holding hands, but they were walking close to each other and laughing, Tom's throatier one mixing with the stranger's crystalline giggles. They started down the street and Liz looked after them, until they disappeared from view. She barely resisted the urge to follow them, but what would be the point?

Liz had been gone five months, after she had left him with nary an explanation. Was it such a surprise that Tom didn't mope around the house, waiting for the woman who had senselessly broken his heart two weeks after their engagement? He was a great guy. He probably found someone new in no time. No matter how she rationalized, it was still hard. She pressed her temple against the lamp post hiding her. She was relegated to the shadows with Reddington. Tom would continue his life in the light with a woman who wouldn't vanish shortly after agreeing to marry him. She reminded herself that she had done it in order to save her father's life, but the reassurance came across empty in the face of her renewed loss of Tom.

# # #

On her way back to the chic, well-appointed apartment Luli had rented for her in SoHo, Liz dropped by a supermarket and bought a bottle of the cheapest chardonnay she could find. Once she arrived at her mock home, she toed off her shoes and trudged to the kitchen, where she opened the wine bottle and drank without the benefit of a glass. The doorbell chimed. Settling the bottle on the counter, she wondered if it was her bodyguard coming to scold her, on account of having triggered Reddington's long-distance anti-chardonnay radar.

She didn't recognize the man she saw through the peephole: an overweight, middle-aged gentleman dressed in an impeccable dark brown suit with no tie. He drew himself tall, not much of an expression on his plump face, yet he somehow seemed kind of sleazy to her. She stood absolutely still, despite the racing of her heart, mulling over her options. The good part was that he had rung the bell instead of shooting or kicking the door open. The bad news was everything else: a strange man showing up on her doorstep uninvited and without any forewarning from Reddington. She doubted this was her invisible bodyguard. Anyone else was potential trouble.

The stranger bent towards the tiny lens of the peephole, his black-rimmed glasses invading Liz's vision. "Miss Scott? I'm sorry to bother you, but I work for our common employer. May I come in?"

Employer? Nice euphemism! She opened the door a fraction, keeping the chain lodged in its place. She doubted Reddington would ever allow her one, but she acutely felt the need of a weapon at the very least, as means of intimidation. No one survived in this world long without one.

The stranger smiled with phony cheer. "You're cautious? That's good." His voice dropped to a conspiratorial whisper. "My name is Niko Demakis. I'm a long-time business partner of Red's."

The guy certainly seemed shady enough to be embroiled in Reddington's nefarious deals. She unlatched the chain.

"I'm sorry I can't get you anything," she said, as he let himself in, his eyes perusing the entrance hall with interest. "I wasn't expecting any company. In fact, Red didn't even tell me you're coming."

He whirled towards her, looking her straight in the eye. "That's because Red doesn't know I'm here."

An icy shiver licked at her spine. She tensed, ready to spring and gearing for a fight.

"I know he's holding you against your will," he went on, sticking his right hand in his pocket. "I'm working with a man who can help you get away. He can set up you and your father in a place Red would never reach you."

"I thought you were working with Red," she countered.

He licked his lips, hesitating before he answered. "Yeah, well, I received a better offer."

"And this man you work with is willing to help me out of the goodness of his heart?"

He grinned minutely. "Nobody does anything out of the goodness of their hearts, Miss Scott, but our price is relatively low. All we need is information: where Red goes, where he's been, with who he's been dealing. You're with him a lot of the time in hotel rooms, on his plane, surely you can glace over his papers or a laptop. You don't even have to take the risk of photographing or copying anything. All you need to do is tell us what you see and hear, be our eyes and ears by Red's side. Considering that you'll be getting your life back in exchange, it's a bargain really."

"And for how long would I have to do this?"

"We can't extract you right away. Red's too powerful right now for that, but in a year or two at most, with the intelligence that you've secured us, we would have dealt him so many blows, that he'd be too busy plucking the holes in his organization, to bother with you."

A year. Two at most. She would have a future again. She might have lost Tom and her life in New York, but she would have a chance, no matter how slim, to build another someplace else. The possibility sent a dull shiver up her back. A life. Freedom. She would see her father again. Maybe they could reconstruct something of their fracture relationship. Maybe that much good could come from the whole ordeal.

Demakis shot her a keen, predatory look. "I wish I could give you time to ponder our offer, but unfortunately, your watcher won't be distracted forever. So how about it, Miss Scott? Do we have a deal or don't we?"

TBC


	6. Chapter 6

After New York, Red's grey-attired aide drove her to Baltimore. Much more formal than the rest of Red's staff she knew, he barely spoke a word to her. Liz didn't mind. The silence allowed her to lose herself inside her head that was swarming with restless thoughts. Nostalgia weighed heavily upon her. Being so close to the life she had almost had with Tom had taken its toll. Seeing him with another woman had cemented their unwanted break-up. He had someone new. Now it was truly over. She squeezed her eyes against the onslaught of tears, picturing Tom and the stranger's romance. Going on dates. Doing all the things she had enjoyed with Tom. Just packing up at the start of weekend and driving to parts unknown to wail away the hours exploring an unknown city. Being comforted by him. Being supported by him. Being listened to by him. Being made to feel like the world wasn't bloody and violent but tranquil and predictable. Tom down on one knee ring in hand. Planning a life together. Getting married. Raising children. All of that wasn't hers to hold anymore. It would now belong to another. Her life. Her life would be lived by another.

Tears did fall, scorching the sensitive skin of her cheeks, as she stared aimlessly out the window at landscapes she failed to notice. The car was silent. Red's aide was focused on the road, driving her to his master like a package scheduled to be delivered. At least, he would miss her crying. She surreptitiously dried her eyes. She thought of being Elizabeth Scott the psychologist, of driving down this road on an impromptu trip with her husband-to-be. Was Tom just now preparing a similar surprise getaway for him and his new girlfriend? Idly she wondered who she was. She shook her head to dispel the notion. What purpose could it serve to torture herself like that? It was over. Tom was lost to her for good. The sooner she got used to the idea, the better.

In Baltimore, they stopped at an apartment building in Brewer's Hill instead of the customary luxury hotel. Her companion helped her carry her luggage to the third floor, where he deposited her in a strange mausoleum of an apartment with mixed, antique furniture and oil paintings and sepia photographs on the walls that were lined with heavy bookshelves loaded with massive volumes. It smelled of dust and old cellulose, the air inside stuffy.

"Mr. Reddington will arrive in an hour," the aide informed her formally, despite the deceptively mellow tone of voice.

"Wait…," she called after him, but he was already at the door and ignored her summons.

He made his exit quickly and she heard the lock click shut in his wake. Back in the cage full-time. She sighed heavily and went exploring. She was in no mood to stand still waiting for her keeper like a good, submissive captive. The place was strange, spacious yet teeming with books, stray papers and overabundant furniture, that it seemed cramped. The floor plan was old-fashioned, door opening from one room to another without the benefit of a connecting hallway, forming a hard to navigate maze. She found a rather large yet equally crowded living-room with stacks of books and manuscripts jammed on tables and even on the floor in the corners. She pulled the blinds obscuring a long window affording a view of a small park outside. The double doors of the living room opened to a library, as if the entire place wasn't one already. The library connected to a narrow office with heavy-set oak desk.

She also managed to find two bedrooms: a tiny, Spartan one with a narrow bed and a decrepit closet. The same assortment of books and papers was scattered all over its rug free hardwood floor. There was also a much larger second one furnished in much the same way as the rest of the apartment only that sans books. It was less cluttered, despite the too big for the room king-sized bed, and sleeker. The pale cream and peach furniture actually matched and gave it a cozy, homely feel. The stumbling block came in the shape of the one bathroom with rusty installations she checked not without trepidation. They worked in something approaching satisfactory manner, despite the fact that boiler was slow in distributing warm water. Normally she wouldn't mind, but given the company she would have to keep, she wasn't keen on the potential for awkwardness.

She was just about to drag her baggage to the smaller bedroom, figuring the comfier one would go to him by default. Besides, a bed was all she required. The lock clacked and the door opened to reveal Reddington in a blue windbreaker, cognac-colored sunglasses and his typical hat.

"Hello, Lizzie," he saluted enthusiastically, plastering a Cheshire cat smile upon his mouth.

He carried only a brown briefcase, unlike Dembe who followed him encumbered by numerous pieces of heavy-looking luggage. Liz glowered at Red's wide smile. Dembe was his bodyguard, not his valet. Would it kill him to haul his own suitcases? Dembe sidestepped her with ease and the ghost of a smile, when she tried to jump in to assist him.

"He wouldn't let me help, either," Reddington inserted with a shrug.

She still wouldn't return his smile but grinned back and inclined her head to return Luli's greeting. The other woman dashed past her and followed Dembe towards the bedrooms. Liz suspected she would be sharing the better bedroom with Reddington. Liz suddenly wanted to sleep on the floor with her head on a pile of books. She had spied a cot in the den as well; that could work, too. The two bedrooms shared a wall. Oddly enough not clueing in on her discomfort, Red grabbed her own bags and proceeded into the maze of rooms and books that made up the apartment. To her surprise, he led her to the big bedroom. Abiding by his self-imposed rule of not entering her room without express permission, he stopped on the threshold and only deposited the luggage inside.

"I trust I don't have to warn you to knock, if you want to use the bathroom."

"What is this place?" she asked.

"Something of a hideaway."

"And here I thought Baltimore had run out of five-star hotels."

His laughter rolled into the room, as the sound of his steps took him away.

# # #

Liz couldn't sleep. Around her, the bizarre apartment was dark and silent like an underground cavern. Probably that was why she felt like she couldn't breathe. She ostensibly didn't think on Niko Demakis' visit, though it hovered constantly on the edge of her mind. She tossed and turned and in the ridiculously huge bed, tangling herself in sheets that smelled of stale lavender. After a while, thirst became more unavoidable than any decision, but she was loath to venture into the labyrinthine apartment overflowing with books and people. She wished she had placed a glass of water by her bed in the evening. The restlessness of her insomnia amplified her craving for something to drink. Giving up, she felt her way to her robe, wrapped herself in it and padded to the door. She had a fairly good idea as to where the kitchen was and was confident she could make her way there without turning the lights on and alerting her companions that she was up and about. The last thing she needed was to be suspected of spying on them.

She palpated her way along walls, feeling the floor ahead with her toes, lest she bumped into the many book-filled traps on the way. A band of iron came around her waist suddenly, while hot, calloused fingers dug into her neck. She gasped, flailing to free herself and lifting her right foot to kick back at her assailant, but she didn't get to, as an instant later, the arms having grabbed her released her. A dim glow contrasted against the darkness of before, momentarily blinding her.

"Elizabeth… what on earth are you doing?"

She squinted against the sight of him rapidly pulling on pants. Otherwise he was wearing a white undershirt. He waved someone off and from the corner of her eye, she glimpsed Dembe lowering his gun and quickly retreating. She looked around disoriented. She had apparently lost her way and wandered into the living room. The couch had the appearance of a make-shift bed with a pillow and several blankets, one of which hang to the floor.

"Are you alright?" he asked. He had moved close, very close, craning his neck to study her throat, a frown marring his face. "Did I hurt you?"

She resisted the urge to back away from him and shook her head no. "I'm fine."

"You're lucky I didn't go for the gun," he admonished sternly.

His comment banished her confusion. Skulking around a place inhabited by trigger-happy criminals hadn't been one of her best ideas. "I just wanted some water from the kitchen," she finally explained herself.

"And you couldn't switch a light on?"

"I didn't want to bother anyone." It sounded lame to her own years.

He ran a hand over his face. "You're shivering," he noted. "Come on, sit down."

He directed her to the couch and she sank onto it numbly. She was indeed shivering, she realized, though she didn't feel cold. He shrouded her into one of the blankets. "Stay here. I'll get you the water and ice for your neck."

When he left, she glanced at his pillow and saw a thick, black ledge of metal peeking from under it. She gingerly lifted the cushion. There was a Colt .45 under it. She had been lucky indeed. Covering the weapon again, her eyes drifted to the overflowing coffee table. The files and papers spread on every inch of its limited surface were different from those in the rest of the apartment: they were neatly ordered and looked new. She thought back to the briefcase that Reddington had carried when coming in. Adrenaline dispelled the last vestiges of stupor from her mind. She read and retained as much as she could without moving anything, lest he would notice, ears prickling with alert, straining to hear the hushed sounds of his return.

He took longer than she had anticipated and came back with a tray containing a glass of water, a teapot with two cups on saucers and a pack of frozen peas he insisted she put on her neck. She doubted she would even have marks. He had held her for less than a second. He one-handedly made room for the tray on the table then fished a shirt from the back of a chair and put it on, before bending to retrieve a bottle of a some foggy substance and a glass from somewhere on the floor.

"I'm sorry I woke you up," she gritted out in one breath, her teeth chattering from the cold package on her neck.

He shrugged. "I wasn't sleeping." He sat on the couch next to her, uncorked the bottle and poured a good measure of the mysterious liquid into the glass.

She resisted the urge to ask him what he was doing there all alone in the dark. The demography of the apartment began to clear in her mind: she had the good bedroom; she had noted Luli entering the smaller one and Dembe most likely had taken the cot in the den. Why the Concierge of crime had opted for the least comfortable option, she couldn't fathom.

In the end, she settled for asking about the odd concoction he was sniffing with a grimace. It seemed to be the safest topic, though by no means, the least odd. "What is that?"

"No earthly idea," he responded and downed a gulp. He winced at the taste. "Some sort of distilled alcohol, I think. Would you like me to pour you a few fingers?" He glanced around for another glass.

"Why did you buy it, if you don't even know what it is?"

"I didn't buy it. I found it. There's bottles of the stuff stashed all over this place."

She wondered if he was making fun of her. "It came with the apartment?"

He chuckled and helped himself to more of the unidentified drink. He made a face, as though he had just swallowed motor oil. He seemingly had a penchant for dissolving his own stomach and liver. "You can say that."

Franz Kafka would have loved him, which was ironic, because she had spotted him reading one of his novels once. The man was an absurdist paradox wrapped in a conundrum. He apparently just discovered bottles of peculiar and potentially toxic alcohol and dived right in and also saw no problem in sharing it with his de facto prisoner, whom he had caught creeping around his hideaway in the middle of the night.

"I think I'll stick with the tea, thanks."

He took it as his cue to fill her cup—a delicate white porcelain vessel embellished with a blue pattern. She rid herself of the frozen peas she didn't need to begin with and raised the tea to her nostrils for an inhale. Chamomile. She blew over it and took a small sip, basking in the hot liquid warming her throat.

"How did you come across this place, anyway?"

He busied himself pouring his own tea. "It used to be home to one of the greatest American writers who ever lived, Frederick Hempstead."

"Who?"

Her question prompted him into a story on how he met the eccentric writer, who had waited tables until his death and never published anything. Red had bought the apartment for him after his mother's passing. Liz had gotten her bedroom. Then he launched into a wordy, passionate expose about Hemstead's writing, his major themes and character traits. The tea dwindled and finished. Warmed by it and cradled by his deep, gravelly voice, she began to feel the molasses tendrils of sleep crawling over her lethargic body. She fought the lassitude, but she was snug and didn't want him to stop talking, any more than she wanted to return to the stark solitude of her bedroom and her ravenous thoughts. Seemingly of its own volition, her body leaned against his side and her temple rested on his shoulder. She heard him distantly say something bemusedly about putting her to sleep then careful hands laid her in a supine position on the couch. More blankets piled on top of her. She struggled to keep her eyes open. This might be going too far on too many accounts to number.

"Go to sleep, Lizzy," he insisted gently. "I have work to do, anyway."

As if to prove his point, he swaddled an armful of papers and files from the coffee table. There was a snick somewhere above her head, as he turned off the lamp, and she was plunged into darkness. She heard him shuffle away from the room and buried her nose into the pillow, drifting in that sweet place between wakefulness and sleep. The pillow case smelled of vetiver. Her last conscious thought was that there was a gun beneath her head, but it didn't disturb her. If anything, it reassured her.
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